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USAF RECONNAISSANCE IN SOUTHEAST ASIA

Foreword
Reconnaissance can be defined as the act of observing the enemy
for the purpose of obtaining information about him and his activities.
In the past, it has been called '"the eyes of the commander," but it
has become more than that. Reconnaissance now includes not only
visual, but also photographic, infra-red, electronic, and communi-

cations intelligence, to name the major areas.

Perhaps the most fascinating aspect of reconnaissance in Southeast
Asia is the flexibility and imagination shown by Americans, civilian
and military, in developing new means of gaining intelligence. Some
of these methods involved new equipment, but most were an adaption of
existing equipment to new environmments. Thus, the Air Force has de-
veloped and is continuing to develop, in Southeast Asia, tactics for
reconnaissance in counterinsurgency operations in an hostile environ-

ment of surface-to-air missiles.

The prominence of imagination does not mean that more classic
military virtues were ignored. In terms of professionalism, the
reconnaissance pilots particularly, and support personnel in general,
were probably the best educated and trained the United States has
ever sent to war. In dedication, hard work and courage, they have

continued the highest traditions of the U.S. Air Force.

vl
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Before the advent of the airplane, reconnaissance was accomplished
by patrolling - the recon platoon or company, the cavalry troop or
squadron. The advantages of mobility, speed, and the elevated view-
ing platform provided by aircraft, have been so great that, today,
reconnaissance is almost synonomous with aerial reconnaissance. This
study will deal only with aerial reconnaissance and, in the interest
of brevity, only with U.S. Air Force reconnaissance. This is not to
indicate that the U.S. Navy, the U.S. Army, the Vietnamese Air Force
(VNAF), and the Royal Thai Air Force (RTAF) have not played a major
role. It merely means this paper is limited to presenting a history

of "USAF Reconnaissance in Southeast Asia."

To some extent, even within the USAF, the requirement for security
has limited this report, This is especially true of some of the more
highly classified projects and of the Visual Reconnaissance (VR) pro-
gram. These will be only mentioned briefly; the former because of

sensitivity and the latter because of complexity.



CHAPTER I

EARLY HISTORY

sc-47
Reconnaissance forces are among the first to be engaged in most
conflicts and Southeast Asia was no exception. U.S. Air Force recce
began their chapter in January of 1961 with an SC-47 which was with-
drawn from operations along the Korean Demilitarized Zone (DMZ).
This aircraft was deployed to Vientiane, Laos, to support U.S. Air
Attache (AIRA) aerial reconnaissance efforts over Laos. It has a
K-38 camera (24" or 36" focal length) and a 100" long-range oblique

camera. After 38 highly successful sorties, the SC-47 was shot down

1/

over the Plaine des Jarres in central Laos on 24 March 1961.

FIELD GOAL

After the loss of the SC-47, an RT-33, received from the Philippine
Air Force, was sent to Udorn Air Base, Thailand. This operationm,
directed by 13AF OPLAN 203-61, dated 16 April 1961, (nicknamed FIELD
GOAL) provided reconnaissance of Laos and Thailand for the U.S.
Country Team in Laos from April to November of 1961. Toward the end
of the period, a second RT-33 was received and moved to Don Muang Air
Base, Bangkok. A combined team was recruited from the 15th and the
45th TRS's and consisted of Captain Whitten and Lieutenant's Linihan,

Muesegaes, and Weatherby.
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PIPE STEM

During the Autumn of 1961, increased Communist activity in South
Vietnam indicated a need for additional reconnaissance. An "air
show' came to Tan Son Nhut Air Base, Saigon, South Vietnam, and in-
cluded four RF-101's (Voodoo's). When the "air show' left, the Voo-
doo's remained to provide the first in-country based jet reconnaissance.
A cover story indicated they were 'providing the Vietnamese Government
with photographic reconnaissance of flooded areas in South Vietnam."
A Reconnaissance Task Force (RTF) (nicknamed PIPE STEM) consisting
of four RF-101's and a Photo Processing Cell (PPC) was deployed to
Tan Son Nhut from the 15th Tactical Reconnaissance Squadron (TRS),
Kadena Air Force Base, Okinawa. Initial personnel arrived 18 October
1961 and first sorties were flown 21 October. The Vietnamese Air
Force (VNAF) provided office and maintenance space, some supplies,
and an average of five or six photo interpreters each day. On 23
October, PIPE STEM crews obtained photography of the paradrop on

Tchepone Airfield in Laos. Reportedly, this photography was sent to

the President.

The RTF was originally scheduled for only eight days of operations;
however, it was extended to fulfill additional requirements. Sixty-
seven sorties over both South Vietnam and Laos obtained mosaic cover-
age of suspected Viet Cong areas and border infiltration routes. The

2/
first RTF returned to Kadena on 21 November 1961.
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ABLE MABLE

Meanwhile, the increased tempo of Communist activities in Laos
led to the deployment of an additional RTF, with the nickname ABLE
MABLE, to Don Muang in November 1961. 13th Air Force Frag Order
202-61, 3 November 1961, directed 5th Air Force to provide the task
force from the 45th TRS. On 5 November 1961, four RF-10l1's departed
Misawa Air Base were in place at Don Muang the next day and flew
their first missions on 7 November. Manning consisted of six pilots
for the four aircraft. Forty-five additional officers and airmen
provided maintenance and operated a Photo Processing Cell (PPC).

The PPC consisted of a Photo Lab with EH-6A and B-5A processing sec-
tions and a printing section; a Target Intelligence Section for
briefing, debriefing, and reports; and a Photo Interpretation (PI)
Section. In December, two U.S. Army Photo Interpreters joined the
PI section to aid in the identification of ground equipment. -

The RT-33's assigned to FIELD GOAL were redesignated as MAIL
POUCH and used as couriers for transporting film products. Upon
occasion, the RF-101's would turn around at Tan Son Nhut, thus pro-
viding more time over Vietnamese targets; by using the PPC located

there, a faster delivery of photography to the requestor was achieved.

At the time ABLE MABLE was being established, the Air Force
realized it needed an Air Force component commander and staff to
supervise various units entering Southeast Asia. For political

reasons, the presence of a new command, especially a combat one, was

3




played down. Consequently, the new supervising air activity esta-
blished 15 November 1961 was called 2d Advanced Echelon (2d ADVON).ﬁ/
It was not until almost a year later that USAF was able to call this
tactical organization an Air Division (a name with combat connota-

s/
tions).

Brigadier General Rollen H. Anthis assumed command of 2d ADVON
at Tan Son Nhut. = There were numerous detachments, but the two
most significant to recce were Det 8, 13th Air Force (2¢ ADVON) . at
Tan Son Nhut to which PIPE STEM was attached and Det 10, 13th Air
Force (2d ADVON) at Don Muang to which ABLE MABLE was attached. Z/

Det 10 was the new name for 13AF (ADVON).

ABLE MABLE, starting from scratch and working under most difficult
conditions; compiled an enviable record. By the end of 1961, the pro-
ject had flown 130 sorties and processed 53,652 feet of film. During
1962, 1060 sorties were flown with an average of 43,000 feet of film,
58,000 prints, and 90 Immediate Photo Intelligence Reports (IPIR's)
being processed per month. Two ABLE MABLE aircraft received battle
damage during 1961 and 10 during 1962. o

A good deal of the proof of the 1962 Russian airlift in Laos was
obtained by ABLE MABLE. For example, one photograph revealed five
Russian CRATES (C-47 type aircraft) at Tchepone Airfield, in the

Laotian Panhandle. Two aircraft were on the ground and three in the

landing pattern. In addition, infiltration routes were closely
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watched, especially those from North Vietnam via the Nape and Mu Gia

Passes into Laos. Many truck convoys were spotted; often near Ban Ban,
Laos, where in January 1962, an especially large one was photographed.
This helped provide the vital proof of the North Vietnamese support of

the Laotian Communists, the Pathet Lao.

The fighting in northeast Laos and the Plaine des Jarres was
covered to provide tactical intelligence, In South Vietnam, missions
were flown along the roads from Saigon to ascertain the effective-

ness of the RANCH HAND defoliation project. Extensive area coverage
9/
was also accomplished of the Camau peninsula.

In a congratulatory message to the ABLE MABLE group, on the

occasion of their 1,000th sortie in December 1962, Major General
10/
Theodore R. Milton, Commander 13th Air Force, stated:

",..The fact that over 90 percent of the air strike
targets in South Vietnam have been obtained or con-
firmed through aerial photography indicated the large
measure of USAF success in applying aerial reconnais-
sance techniques to the counterinsurgency problem.
Additional evidence of the competence of ABLE MABLE
is revealed in having now flown over one thousand
sorties without the loss of a single recon pilot,
although missions were repeatedly flown over the
heaviest defended areas in Laos and are now being
flown daily over South Vietnam....'"

Initially 75 percent of the effort was over Laos but, in early 1962,
Vietnam became the area of prime interest. In November 1962, the Joint
Chiefs of Staff terminated the Laotian reconnaissance operations which

11/
were not resumed until May 1964, when project YANKEE TEAM began.




In December 1962, ABLE MABLE was moved to Tan Son Nhut. Today,
with numbered Tactical Reconnaissance Squadrons assigned to the 460th
Tactical Reconnaissance Wing (under the newly reactivated 7th Air

Force), RF-101's continue flying missions over Southeast Asia.

Basically, the 45TRS from Misawa and the 15TRS from Kadena were
to rotate the assignment every six months. The 15TRS, which had
earlier supplied aircraft and the PPC in support of PIPE STEM, re-
placed the 45TRS at Tan Son Nhut on 19 May 1962. = In turn, the
45TRS resumed the assignment on 15 November 1962. = In each case,

the detachment was called an RTF, although on occasion they were

referred to as Det 1 of their respective squadrons.

FARM GATE

RB-26 aircraft were used for many different missions in Southeast
Asia. The first was with FARM GATE, a project which arrived in South
Vietnam on 5 November 1961 to train Vietnamese Air Force (VNAF) per-
sonnel and to develop concepts of counterinsurgency. In the spring
of 1962, eight T-28's, four SC-47's, and four RB-26's were stationed

at Bien Hoa Air Base, South Vietnam. The RB-26's flew attack as well

as visual and photo reconnaissance and, by 12 April, had 64 operational

14/
sorties to their credit. In addition to K-17C cameras for vertical

and oblique photography, there were gun cameras and K-20 cameras for
hand~held photography. A small PPC with capability of about 1500 feet

15/
of film per day was established.
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BLACK WATCH

When Communist activity in Laos increased in May 1962, PACAF

decided to adapt the RB-26's to provide a night recce capability
16/

for that country. All the FARM GATE RB-26's carried cameras

but needed rewiring for night photo and infra-red operations.

Two were sent to Clark Air Base, Philippines, for modification.

While being reconfigured in May 1962, they were replaced by two

from Kadena marked with the aircraft numbers of the original FARM
17/

GATE planes.

The two modified aircraft were deployed to Don Muang and placed
under operational control of the ABLE MABLE commander. Here they
performed BLACK WATCH missions - night recce of Laos. Between 29
May and 29 July 1962, these two RB-26's flew 50 such missions. After
the Laotian cease-fire agreement was reached, the BLACK WATCH aircraft
returned to the FARM GATE operation at Bien Hoa. =
SWEET SUE

In the summer of 1963, the two remaining unmodified RB-26's were
sent to Clark Air Base for partial modification (no infra-red). To

distinguish between the versions, the completely modified aircraft

(with Reconofax IV infra-red) were designated as SWEET SUE aircraft
19/

(RB-26L); the partially modified as RB-26C's.




HILO HATTIE

Under the direction of PACAF OPORD 222-62, a project to develop an
infra-red (IR) capability was undertaken in an attempt to improve
night reconnaissance. On 30 August 1962, a 5AF ai;g;aft was deployed

from Yokota to Tan Son Nhut with this capability. This operation

was designated HILO HATTIE.

PATRICIA LYNN

Building on the foregoing experience, on 15 April 1963, two
RB-57E's, the first RB-57 types in Vietnam, were sent to Tan Son Nhut
and nicknamed PATRICIA LYNN. This addition was welcome, indeed,
since it provided an improved (Reconofax VI) and continuous infra-red
capability in-country. In the past, this coverage was intermittent
because it required out-of-country maintenance. IR was of vital im-
portance in Southeast Asia where the enemy used the cloak of darkness
to conceal his operations. In addition, the RB-57E would add to the
day-photo capability by providing a higher-altitude, longer-range
recon platform with the latest panoramic camera equipment. =

Since the B-57 was a jet bomber type and, therefore, politically
sensitive, the U.S. Ambassador was asked to concur in its introduc-

tion to the theater. Since the PATRICIA LYNN mission and the RB-57E

22/

configuration were strictly reconnaissance, the Ambassador approved.
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13TH RECONNAISSANCE TECHNICAL SQUADRON

To meet the increased processing, printing, and interpreting
requirements generated by the new recce aircraft, the 13th Recon-

naissance Technical Squadron was activated on 10 April 1963 at Tan
23/

Son Nhut. All personnel and equipment of the PIPE STEM PPC,
established in October 1961, were taken over by the 13RTS. The
mission of the 13RTS was to process and print photography and pre-
pare Immediate Photo Interpretation Reports (IPIR's) on reconnaissance
missions flown in Southeast Asia; to control and distribute completed
mission materiéls; and to provide photo and interpretive aid to the
Republic of Vietnam Military and the USAF in Southeast Asia. They
worked closely with the LUCKY DRAGON (a U-2 recon program) processing

team, which had modern processing equipment.

The 13RTS has served as the center wherein the results of recon-
naissance in Southeast Asia have been put into usable form. It is
the "retina" upon which recon products have focused and which sends
out messages to the "brain,'" the headquarters. It also stores infor-

mation, having a library of about 200,000 cans of film.

The PIPE STEM PPC began with five men in October 1961; there were
88 men by the time the 13RTS was activated. By April 1966, the 13RTS
had grown to 347 men. At the end of June 1963, it had processed
approximately 20,000 feet of film, and was producing about 45,000
prints and 18 IPIR's monthly. In April 1966, alone, it produced

3,113,783 feet of photography.




Even while producing this enormous amount of photography and
reports, the 13RTS maintained high quality and quick response, as

the Commanding General of the 1lst Infantry Division states in his
24/
letter of appreciation to the squadron:

"This is to express appreciation to the officers

and enlisted men of the 13th Reconnaissance Tech-
nical Squadron for the outstanding support pro-
vided to the 1lst Infantry Division since our arri-
val in-country in September of 1965 and especially
during Operation BIRMINGHAM. The timely information
provided by your photo and Red Haze (infra-red) re-
ports has been a very valuable contribution (sic)
to the intelligence picture upon which operational
plans and tactical decisions have been based."

RECCE ORGANIZATION

Whenever a conflict escalates gradually the organization can be
expected to change with the situation. This has been especially true
in Vietnam where political pressure made the reconnaissance organi-
zation appear as small and inoffensive as possible. Thus, initially,
names were selected for organizations emphasizing the U.S. role as
advisers rather than as participants. To maintain security, many of

the units, as well as missions, were referred to by code or nicknames.

To understand the organization of recce, a brief review of the
recce-served command structure is necessary. Confining the organi-
zation to the USAF command element, the chart on page 14 shows the
three basic commands:

(1) VUSAF Theater Command
(2) Sub-Command at Don Muang

(3) Sub-Command at Tan Son Nhut
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As previously mentioned, the USAF Theater Command began in April
1961, as 13AF (ADVON): in November 1961, it became a detachment of
2ADVON, as did the local commands; in July 1962, it dropped the detach-
ment nomenclature and became simply 2ADVON, with one local command be-
coming a Tactical Group, the other an Air Base Squadron; in October
1962, it became 2d Air Division; in April 1966, it became 7AF. 1In the
meantime, the recce command became the 33rd Tactical Group and then
the 460th Tactical Reconnaissance Wing. = For comparison, the chart

26/
on page 15 shows the major recce project names.
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DATE

Apr

Nov

Jul

Oct

Jul

Jul

Feb

Apr

1961

1961

1962

1962

1963

1965

1966

1966

DEVELOPMENT

OF

RECONNAISSANCE COMMAND

STRUCTURE
USAF
THEATER SUB SUB
COMMAND COMMAND COMMAND
(Tan Son Nhut) (Don Muang) (Tan Son Nhut
13AF (ADVON)
Det 7 Det 10 Det 8
13AF (2ADVON) 13AF (2ADVON) 13AF (2ADVON)
2ADVON 6010 Tac Gp 6220 ABS
(Hq - JTF 116,
Jun - Dec 1962)
2d Air Div 6010 Tac Gp 6220 ABS
2d Air Div 35 Tac Gp Det 1
33rd Tac Gp
2d Air Div 35 Tac Gp Det 1
6250 CSG
2d Air Div 35 Tac Gp 460 TRW
7th Air Force 35 Tac Gp 460 TRW
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DATE

MAJOR RECONNAISSANCE PROJECT LOCATIONS

DON
MUANG

Apr

Nov

May

Dec

Apr

Feb

May

Apr

Sep

Jan

1961

1961

1962

1962

1963

1964

1964

1965

1965

1966

FIELD
GOAL

ABLE
MABLE

BLACK
WATCH

ABLE MABLE
& BLACK
WATCH

PATRICIA
LYNN

HAWK EYE

BIG EYE

DRILL
PRESS

BIEN
HOA UDORN DA NANG GENERAL

FARM
GATE
YANKEE
TEAM
GREEN BLUE TREE
PYTHON
SILVER
DAWN
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DET 1, 33RD TACTICAL GROUP

As more and more units arrived and the number of sorties increased,
a demand for central control of effort was generated. In September
1962, 13AF activated a Reconnaissance Technical Division to exercise
command supervision over PPC's located at Tan Son Nhut, Dop Muang, and
Clark. Functions included staff supervision of plans, requirements,

27/
production, manning, logistics, and quality control.

On 8 July 1963, Detachment 1, 33rd Tactical Group was organized
and initially manned with six PCS officers. = The mission was to
accomplish reconnaissance requirements for Southeast Asia. All recce
forces in-theater were placed under the detachment, with command
exercised by 2AD, through the Air Operations Center. The elements
consolidated were: two RB-26C's, two RB-26L's (from Bien Hoa), two
infra-red capable RB-57's and six ABLE MABLE RF-10l's (from Tan Son

29/
Nhut).

All crews and maintenance personnel were TDY, except the three
RB-57 crews, which were made up of six PCS officers assigned to Det 1.
These three crews were the first PCS recce assigned the theater and
provided the basis for Det 1's proud claim to being the oldest recce
unit in Southeast Asia. Det 1 compiled an enviable record of 6,717
sorties and 15,551 flying hours from 8 July 1963 to July 1965, 2
the period from its activation to redesignation as Det 1, 6250th

Combat Support Group. The chart on page 17 shows "Det 1 Flying Data"

in detail.
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AIRCRAFT
JUL -- DEC 1963
RF-101
RB-57
RB-26
TOTAL
JAN -- JUN 1964
RF-101
RB-57
RB-26
TOTAL
JUL -- DEC 1964

RF-101
RB-57

TOTAL
JAN -- JUN 1965
RF-101
RB-57
RB-66
TOTAL

JUL -- DEC 1965

RB-57
RB-66B

TOTAL

DET 1 FLYING DATA

SORTIES

652
156
245

1,053

908
293
139

1,340

1,411
320

1,731

1,839
556
198

2,593

691
522

1,213

HOURS FLOWN

1,497
439
593

2,529

1,908
670
321

2,899

3,214
690

3,904

4,665
1,064
490

6,219

1,565

1,255

2,820

Total Jul 1963 —- Dec 1965 7,930 Sorties and 18,371 hours.
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PACAF RECONNAISSANCE SURVEY

PACAF's Reconnaissance Division conducted a comprehensive study
of recce in Southeast Asia during the period 26 October to 9 November
1963. The survey was to 'investigate inadequacies in the reconnais-
sance cycle, recommend remedial actions, and determine ways to im-
prove Air Force capability to furnish airrand ground commanders an
improved and more timely reconnaissance product." =

The PACAF team concluded that, almost without exception, delivery
of requested materials was accomplished on or before deadlines. Fur-
thermore, they noted a marked improvement in photo quality. On the
minus side, they reported that requestors were submitting seemingly
invalid requirements. It was recommended that requestors submit more

32/
specific justification for those requirements.

ANTHIS STATEMENT

Major General Rollin H. Anthis, 2d Air Division Commander until
December 1963, pointed out that reconnaissance in Southeast Asia had
many unique problems. World War II, Korean, and Cuban experience
had to be discounted. In Cuba, for example, targets were stationary
and crews could pre-plan missions against them. If weather inter-

fered, the target would still be there the next day. In Vietnam,

however, targets often were squads of men in diversified dress, located

in mountain areas under three layers of jungle canopy. Specific pro-
33/

blems were:
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"1. 1Inability to identify the enemy by geographic
location, dress, working habits, or physical fea-
tures which did not differ from the local friendly
populace.

2. Requirement for pinpoint navigation over exten-
sive areas void of positive check points and naviga-
tional aids for accurate positioning and locating of
targets and subsequent photography.

3. Heavy haze and adverse weather conditions.

4, Requirement for visual reconnaissance and photo
coverage along irregular, poorly defined borders.

5. Small, fleeting targets difficult to locate and
photograph.

6. Inability to observe enemy activity below the
dense forest canopy or in heavy foliage.

7. Lack of conclusively proven techniques and pro-
cedures for employing night photography and IR in a
SAW environment.'

General Anthis said that the traditional Tactical Reconnaissance
aircraft, the RF-101's, RB-57's, and the RB-26's were not ideal for
Special Air Warfare (SAW). The USAF needed aircraft using shorter,
less prepared runways; having a dual recce-strike role and sensors
(such as Low Light Level Television (LLLTV) or image orthicon) to
penetrate darkness. He suggested developing a recon cell, consisting
of a lightweight, air-transportable PPC (which could be carried by an
aircraft comparable to the C-123), one or more recon aircraft, and a
small maintenance team. This recon cell could be deployed to corps
or division level to provide a faster response. General Anthis recom-
mended that the Tactical Air Reconnaissance Center (TARC) be tasked to
investigate these areas and to develop and test new equipment and tactics

34/
for reconnaissance in a SAW environment.
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SEALTEST
Late in 1963, a prisoner reported that the VC were moving supplies
35/
by sea into the Camau Peninsula in southernmost Vietnam. Several

night photo recon missions showed unusual shipping activity in the
area and Operation SEALTEST was established, as a one-week test, to
verify the existence of this shipping. The RB-26's of Det 1 flew 24
sorties, averaging three hours each, consisting of an early morning
and a late afternoon flight from Vung Tau around the Camau Peninsula
to the Cambodian border, each day, from 30 December to 4 January 1964.
Visual recon from 5,000 feet, over an area 50 miles seaward from the
coast, produced sightings of 4,038 vessels in the six-day period. =

The initial sightings indicated that the naval control of the
area was not complete enough to interdict VC shipment of supplies.
Thé Navy concurred and created a three-mile restricted zone which
resulted in a noticeable reduction of coastal shipping. The one-
week test was SO successful that the visual reconnaissance (VR)
operation was continued until mid-April. RB-57 flights were also
conducted, periodically, to vary the coverage, patrol times, etc.
A direct radio system was established so that suspicious sightings
could be quickly checked with the Navy. =

On one of the early flights, numerous fortifications were sighted

along the Kien Hoa province coast. Subsequent photography confirmed

the sighting. The Vietnamese Army, Navy, and Air Force carried out one

38/
of its first combined, three-service assaults on this position.
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RB-26's

Flying for FARM GATE and Det 1, 33rd Tac Gp, the B-26's in Vietnam
were plagued by a series of wing failures, which may have contributed
to the loss of a Det 1 RB-26L in December 1963. All RB-26's were
grounded by PACAF for the period 18 to 21 February 1964. == Because
of a shortage of air strike vehicles, the two RB-26's of Det 1 were
equi#ped with Norden bombsights and loaned to the lst Air Commando
Squadron (FARM GATE) at Bien Hoa to determine the feasibility of using
them for low-level bombing. This left Det 1 with only one RB-26 air-
craft, an RB-26L. On 24 February 1964, 2AD asked 13AF to replace the
RB-26's with additional RB-57's to improve night and day photo capa-

40/
bility.

On 20 March 1964, the last RB-26 was transferred and subsequently
41/
grounded by PACAF. All RB-26 crews were reassigned.

YANKEE TEAM

The Geneva Conference of 1962 established a Communist-Neutralist-
Royalist troika government in Laos and ended the ABLE MABLE reconnais-
sance of that country. On 17 May 1964, the Communists disregarded the
coalition and attacked the Neutralists on the strategic Plaine des
Jarres (PDJ). The situation immediately became critical. Reconnais-
sance was desired, both for military intelligence purposes and to prove
that the Laotian communists, the Pathet Lao, were being aided by the

North Vietnamese communists, the Viet Minh, and the Chinese communists.

19
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On 18 May 196L, the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) authorized recon-
naissance of Laos. The first flights were made the next day.ég/ The
operation, called YANKEE TEAM, initially employed Navy RF-8's and
RA-3B's from the Seventh Fleet and RF-101's from Det 1, 33rd Tac Gp

L3/
at Tan Son Nhut. Its purpose was tos

1. Provide timely tactical intelligence which may be
used by friendly forces in Laos in the conduct of
current operations.

2. Substantiate, if possible, the extent and scope of
infiltration of war material, troops, and resources
from DRV via Laos in RVN,

3. Provide a psychological "shot in the arm" to the
Laotian, Thai, and other friendly forces in SEA.

L. Demonstrate overtly to the Commnists our interest
and determination to stay in Southeast Asia. The program
mist be responsive to the requirements of the U.S. country
team in Laos, MACV, CINCPAC, the JCS, and higher authority.
The program was coordinated by MACV, as a subordinate unified
command under CINCPAC, through the Air Force Component Commander,
Maj General Joseph H. Moore, who was also Cmdr of the 2AD. Initially,
only strikes on AA targets which fired on the recce aircraft were to

be made.

On 6 June 196l, a Navy RF-8 was shot down and the pilot, Navy
Lieutenant Charles Klussman, was captured. The next day, a Navy F-8,
flying as escort to a recon aircraft, was also shot down. Until this
time, USAF planes were shot at four times (on 26 May, and 1, 3, and 5

June) but not hit. In retaliation, eight F-100's, staging from Tan
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Son Nhut, struck the Xieng Khouang anti-aircraft installations on
9 June. This action marked the first use of USAF jet firepower in

Southeast Asia.

During June the flights continued, but on an irregular basis due
to the changing decisions of Laotian Prime Mini ster Souvanna Phouma.
By July they were on a regular basis and a YANKEE TEAM command post,

with Navy participation, was established at 2AD.

Second Air Division OPORD 502-6l established procedures for F-100
escorts from Da Nang for all flights and for refueling, initially by
KB-50J and later by KC-135 tankers, if required. The JCS laid down

L5/
the following rules:

1. Recce aircraft will use medium-level (10,000 feet
AGL minimum) altitudes above hostile ground fire.
2. Route recce will be at medium altitude.

3. Low level recce against strong AA positions will
be made only with cogent reasons of great priority.

L. Retaliatory fire is permissible if recce or escort
planes are in danger.

5. Low level recce permissible when medium level won't
get results.

6. In low level flights where the recce or escort plane
is fired on, retaliatory fire is permissible on the first
pass or later.

7. When authorized by the JCS, advance attacks on known
AA positions is authorized.

21
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The YANKEE TEAM operation put a strain on the six ABLE MABLE
RF-101's of Det 1, so an additional six RF-10l1's were brought to

Tan Son Nhut, four in July and two in August 196L.

On 18 November 196k, the USAF lost its first jet aircraft in
Southeast Asia, an F-100 flying YANKEE TEAM escort. Three days later
the first USAF jet reconnaissance aircraft was lost when an RF-101
crashed about forty miles east of Thakhet. The pilot, Captain Burton
L. Waltz, of the 15th TRS, on TDY to Det 1, bailed out, wiz picked up

by Air American helicopters and flown to Korat, Thailand.

The YANKEE TEAM effort decreased the enemy daytime activity in
Laos, but increased his night movements. Available for night recce
were the RB-57's of Det 1 at Tan Son Nhut, which were infra-red (IR)

configured and capable of night photography. Project TOY TIGER in

1962 modified some of the RF-10l's which improved low-level operations

and gave them a night photo capability. The aircraft had been with-
drawn from Southeast Asia for use in the Cuban crisis, due to the
successful low-altitude capability. Three of these aircraft were
returned to Southeast Asia in May. The night photo capability, how-
sver, met with reverses, primarily because the RF-101 had no self-
contained navigation system and also due to poor photo quality.AZ/
Thus, the USAF night capability depended on the two RB-57's of Det 1
which were capable of IR and night photography. Two more night-
capable RB-57's were added to Det 1; one in December 196k and one

in January 1965.

22
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In December, CINCPAC asked the JCS for an RTF of four RB-66B's
and two RB-66C's to be deployed to Clark. These aircraft had the
endurance to provide a diversified mission capability including
Electronic Intelligence (ELINT), which was then being performed only
by the Navy's EA-BB'S.AQ/ RB-66's began arriving in Southeast Asia

in April 1965.

By the end of 196L, LL9 YANKEE TEAM recomnaissance sorties had
been flown. Of these 226 were USAF and 223 were Navy. Although 490
armed escort sorties were flown, each service had lost but two air-
craft. In total, including weather recon and ELINT missions, over
1,500 missions were flown during 196h.ég/ By the end of 1965, YANKEE
TEAM reconnaissance sorties totaled 2881; 1907 being USAF, 97L USN.
By 31 May 66, USAF had flown L,21) YANKEE TEAM reconnaissance sorties%g/

The program produced considerable tactical intelligence and helped
to confirm suspected activity obtained from high altitude coverage
such as LUCKY DRAGON, the Strategic Air Command U-2 flights.éi/ It
verified infiltration routes and way-stations into both Laos and
South Vietnam, an example of which was confirmation of the Mu Gia
Pass as a key way-station on the Ho Chi Minh Trail into South Vietnam.
They also provided a photo base for crossborder operations, which
were then being planned, and for contingency operations. More imme-
diately, they revealed targets for strikes by Royal Laotian Air Force

52/ 53/
(RLAF) T-28's. As the 2AD history statess
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"The significance of the YANKEE TEAM operations lay in
the precedent which they established. While their pri-
mary purpose was to help the Royal Laotian Government

in their (sic) flight against the Pathet Lao, the use of
RVN-based jets to fly photo recon and strike missions
against targets in Laocs was a highly significant prece-
dent."

LAOTIAN STRIKES

YANKEE TEAM recon, which had begun in May 1964, revealed the extent
of both the Pathet Lao activity in Laos and qf the infiltration into
South Vietnam. Ambassador Maxwell Taylor presented this information
- to Washington in late November 196l and won approval for BARREL ROLL,

a program of strikes in Laos. Broad guidance was provided in draft
NSAM 319, 29 Nov 6, subsequently modified by the National Security

Council (NSC) on 1 December. The strikes began on 1l Dec 6L.

Recce support of BARREL ROLL was provided by YANKEE TEAM assets.
Therefore, with the exception of bomb damage assessment (BDA), flown
concurrently with the strike, recon missions were subject to the con-
straints and approval procedures of YANKEE TEAM., It followed that,
especially prior to April 65, there were times when no low altitude or
oblique prestrike photography w;.z/ available and quick approvael for new

missions could not be obtained.

BDA aircraft were not limited by altitude restrictions as were
regular YANKEE TEAM missions. The RF-10l's were used in a Pathﬁ.nder/
BDA role in which a recce pilot, familiar with the target area, aécompa—
nied the strike flight and provided enroute navigational assistance
to the target. After the strike, the Voodoo accomplished the BDA.EE/
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BARREL ROLL was aimed at the Pathet Lao/Viet Minh (PL/VM) operations
in Laos and, as such, concentrated on Northern Laos. The JCS accepted
recommendations of the Army Chief of Staff for a program of strikes in
Laos, separate from BARREL ROLL, to concentrate not on the PL/VM but
on Viet Cong support moving through Laos for infiltration into South
Vietnam. This operation conducted in Southern Laos was initiated 3
April 1965 and called STEEL TIGER. The program oriented toward armed
recce against lines of communication (1LOC's) in Laos leading to SVN%Q/
In December 1965, a portion of STEEL TIGER area was assigned special

51/
priority for interdiction and dubbed TIGER HOUND.
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CHAPTER II

THE BUILD-UP

TONKIN GULF INCIDENTS

The Pathet Lao attacks beginning 17 May 196l on the Plaine des
Jarres had led to YANKEE TEAM operations in Laos and had escalated
the conflict and reconnaissance requirements in Southeast Asia. The
start of a new emphasis on airpower began with the Tonkin Gulf inci-

dents.

At 1608H on 2 August 6l, three North Vietnamese PT boats fired
37mm guns and launched three torpedoes at the destroyer USS Maddux,
on DE SOTO patrol in the Tonkin Gulf. F-8 aircraft and the Maddux's
guns drove off the attackers, damaging three of them.

At 2303H on L August, an undetermined number of PT boats attacked
the destroyers USS Maddux and USS Turner Joy at 1817N/10732E. There

were indications that two of the attackers were sunk.

On 5 August, retaliatory strikes were carried out against i‘;ur PY
p
boat bases and the Vinh POL storage area, destroying 25 boats.

PIERCE ARROW DEPLOYMENTS

More significant than the retaliatory strike (PIERCE ARROW) was the
deployment of strength to Southeast Asia which followed. Prior to the
incident, the Alr Force Jet units in South Vietnam were the ten RF-10l's,

eight F-100's at Da Nang and the two RB-57!'s of Det 1 at Tan Son Nhut.
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In addition, there were six F-100's at Takhli, and four F-102's at
Don Muang. These aircraft were primarily for YANKEE TEAM and related
strikes in Laos. The PIERCE ARROW deployment after the attack more
than doubled the size of the jet force, adding one F-105 and two

B-57 squadrons, plus four F-100 aircraft and six F-102's. For recon,
two more RF-101's went to Tan Son Nhut, raising Det 1's total to
twelve.g/

COMUSMACV recommended that photo recon over South Vietnam be
increased to insure detection of movement of Communist troops across
the DMZ or into Laos. Photo recon also confirmed the need for the
build-up when ;/Aug 6l; photos showed thirty MIG's on Phuc Yen Airfield,

North VAetnam.

NORTH VIETNAM STRIKES

As early as June 196l, plans were begun for strikes against North
Vietnam. At that time, the JCS asked CINCPAC to camplete target plan-
ning for 9l targets in the North. Hopefully, the destruction of these
targets would destroy the will and capability of the North Vietnamese
to fight. The Tonkin Gulf incidents, mentioned above, led to one
retaliatory strike and to sizeable deployments to Southeast Asia. Plans
and forces were kept in readiness for retaliation against either another
attack on the destroyers on DE SOTO patrol or a North Vietnamese attack
on the South. Retaliatory strikes were considered after the VC mortar
attack on Bien Hoa, 1 November 196l, and Brink's BOQ bombing the next

month (both direct attacks on Americans) but were not carried out.
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However, when the Viet Cong hit the American installations at Pleiku

on 6 Feb 65, the JCS directed the execution of a reprisal, in accordance
with FLAMING DART (the plan for retaliatory attacks against the North).
Again, when an enlisted men's billet in Qui Nhon was hit on 10 February,
another FLAMING DART retaliation was made. This strike was the last of

the FLAMING DART program.

It was followed by ROLLING THUNDER, initially an eight-week program
to apply pressure to North Vietnam by air strikes. The first strike
occurred 2 March 65, and the program continues today.é/

BLUE TREE

Although the TROJAN HORSE U-2 strategic reconnaissance provided
coverage of North Vietnam, there was no tactical reconnaissance prior
to FLAMING DART strikes. TROJAN HORSE photography was of small vertical
scale but usable for targeting. Bomb damage assessment (BDA) for the
FLAMING DART missions was flown by YANKEE TEAM assets, using RF-10l's
and Pathfinder BDA tactics, similar to those used in BARREL ROLL
strikes in LaOS.l/

As the ROLLING THUNDER program got underway, the JCS granted CINCPAC
authority to f:ér-;cﬁi@ BLUE TREE, a reconnaissance program over North
Vietnam, south of the 2lst parallel and outside a forty-mile radius of
Hanoi and Haiphong. These missions could be conducted at low level and
at a frequencj notsto exceed ten missions, two aircraft each (twenty

sorties) per week.  Its purpose was to provide photo coverage to update
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target folders and to deveIOpéféture targets. The first BLUE TREE
mission was flown on 27 March 6Bi using the existing Det 1 assets.
Later, to equalize the recon load and to better identify targets, the
BLUE TREE area was divided into six route packages. Initially, these
were rotated between USAF and USN. Later, each was assigned permanent

route packages.

One RF-101 was lost on 3 April on one of the most stubborn targets,
the Thanh Hoa railroad and highway bridge. Thirty-one F-105's bombed
the bridge, supported by other aircraft. The bridge was damaged but

{

remained standing. Subsequently, we lost an F-100 and an RF-10l.

For the first time in Southeast Asia, USAF was flying recon com-
mensurate with traditional doctrine of Tactical Air. Now, there were
fixed point targets (i.e. barracks, bridges, and power plants), rather
than squads of men in civilian clothing, under three-canopy Jjungle,
which had often been the targets in the South. Of course, the problem

of finding LOC's (and vehicles on them) remained.

BLUE TREE flew 1061 sorties by the end of 1965; 6LO being USAF,
and 121 being USN. By 31 May 66, USAF had flown 2,047 ELUE TREE

9/
sorties.

CINCPAC issued an operations order on 5 Mar 65 for weather recon
flights over North Vietnam called WASHING WINDOW. The order directed
flights south of the 19th parallel, as required on a frequent but

random basis to prevent disclosure of planned strikes. The missions
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were to be conducted at least four times weekly, in flights of two,

10/
at a minimum of 10,000 feet.

ESCALATION SUMMARY

The nature of the air war in Southeast Asia changed considerably

in the year following May 196L. From a primarily in-country struggle,

it spread into Laos and North Vietnam. From a primarily counterinsur-

gency battle (flying T-28's and B-26's), it escalated into a full

scale tactlcal air operation including close air support, direct air

support, interdiction and attrition, flying F-100's, F-105's, and B-57's.

The following chart gives a brief summary of the escalation:

ESCALATION

(Program Inauguration)

Recon Strike/Interdiction Date Begun
Laos
YANKEE TEAM May 1964
BARREL ROLL December 196L
STEEL TIGER April 1965
TIGER HOUND December 1965
North Vietnam
FLAMING DART

ROLLING THUNDER
BLUE TREE

30
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GREEN PYTHON

The reconnaissance of Laos and North Vietnam, under projects YANKEE
TEAM and BLUE TREE, generated a need for more recon aircraft. In South
Vietnam, air bases were overcrowded and vulnerable. In addition, the
difficulty in reaching targets in Northern Laos and Vietnam from these
bases led to considerable discussion of establishing a recon base in
Thailand.ll/

In April 1965, six RF-10l's were deployed from Kadena Air Base,
Okinawa, to Udorn Royal Thai Air Force Base, Thailand, to establish
project GREEN PY’I‘HONJ-:E/ These aircraft had initially deployed from
TAC in August 1965. GREEN PYTHON mission was to provide day photo-
graphic and visual reconnaissance in Laos and North Vietnam, as
directed by ZAL.E/ Concurrently, eight additional TAC RF-10l's were
sent to Kadena to maintain the force level. However, the next month
six more of these Voodoo's were flown to Udorn giving the GREEN PYTHON
force a total of twelve. These TAC planes were a mixture of standard
camera system (KA-2) and low-level 1181 configuration developed from
TOY TIGER (KA-L5). PACAF RF-101's were undergoing modification to
the 1181 configuration (KS-72, KA-57 Panoramic) with completion scheduled
for August 1965.}'11/

A glance at the map on page 33 reveals the strategic location of
Udorn, an excellent site from which to cover northern Laos and North

Vietnam. Considering its proximity to North Vietnam, Udorn was a

key base. Thereafter, Udorn and Tan Son Nhut became the two major
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reconnaissance bases in Southeast Asia. For the day-visual and photo-

graphic recon the RF-10l's took the load. There was a natural division;

ABLE MABLE (Det 1 at Tan Son Nhut) took the in-country missions (some
nearby out-country) and GREEN PYTHON (then the TAC aireraft at Udorn)
took the out-country missions.lé/

In November 1965, the 15th RTF from Kadena took over GREEN PYTHON
responsibility. At the same time, the 20th TRS acquired the twelve
RF-101's of Det 1 at Tan Son Nhut.lé/

This led to difficulty since targets in the heartland of North
Vietnam were heavily defended and the Udorn operation, consequently,
suffered heavy losses. (See Appendix B for USAF Reconnaissance Losses
in SEA,) Additionally, there was the problem of rotation attrition
in that Udorn crews were quickly amassing 100 NVN mission credits.

In April 1966, the 20th TRS moved from Tan Son Nhut to Udorn, and the

17/
Li5th RTF moved to Tan Son Nhut.

In May of 1966, an additional four RF-10l's were sent to augment
the 20th at Udorn.lé/ In July, the L5th at Tan Son Nhut was due to
receive an additional four aircraft and become a TRS instead of an
RTF. This would mean that, as of December 1966, there would be 32
RF-101's in SEA (sixteen with the LS5th TRS at TSN and sixteen with

the 20th TRS at Udorn).

A concise presentation of the story of USAF Reconnaissance in

Southeast Asia is shown in Appendix A. Tt illustrates both the early
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history and the buildup. In covering this period of multiple deploy-
ments, it was felt that a chart would clarify the movements and
possibly assist in understanding the early history and the RB-66/RF-1C

deployments to be discussed later.

On 11 June 196lL, Det 2, 35th Tac Gp, had been established at
Udorn!ﬁ/ and an RTF of six RF-10l's with a PPC had been proposed. When
the Voodoo's arrived the PPC was activated. In November 1965 it became
Det 1, 13th RTS,EQ/ with the mission to process film, make select
prints and write IPIR's on photography by aircraft recovering at Udorn.
By June 1966 they were processing approximately 570 missions each
month. Its busiest day was 30 June 1966, the day after the first raid
on the Hanoi POL storage, when 15,769 feet of film were processed.?'];/

The Hanoi POL raid of 29 June 1966 provides an excellent example
of reconnaissance in North Vietnam. Sorties were directed to fly
into the restricted zones around Hanoi and Haiphong and bomb major
POL storage and transshipment areas. The Navy was assigned Haiphong;
the Air Force, Hanoi. Because of the Presidential-level commitment
4o avoid unnecessary civilian casualties, the exact target location
and boundaries had to be known to permit the bombers to "surgically"
destroy the target without collateral damage. BLUE SPRINGS, a C-130
launched reconnaissance drone, provided the pictures for detailed
target study. On the evening of 28 June, the "Frag" assigning the

missions was published. Weather reconnaissance flown early on 29
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